Infant feeding practices and chronic child malnutrition in the Indian states of Karnataka and Uttar Pradesh.
As measured by degree of stunting, close to half of India's children suffer from chronic malnutrition and about a quarter from severe chronic malnutrition. Data from the 1998-1999 National Family Health Survey (NFHS) are analysed to assess whether recommended infant feeding practices help to alleviate the prevalence of stunting. The evidence supports some recommended practices, including the advice that mother not squeeze the colostrum from her breasts, not use a feeding bottle with a nipple, exclusive breastfeeding for the first 4-6 months and feeding supplementary foods (solids and mushy foods) at about 7 months, and suggests that, for some children, better feeding practices could reduce the prevalence of severe stunting by up to 30%. The paper also examines a range of other issues related to stunting--whether medical supplementations and inoculations have an effect, whether mothers more actively involved in health decisions have less stunted children, and the links between stunting, diarrhoea and anaemia. An explanation is offered for the positive relationship between using oral rehydration salts and stunting.